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Introduction: Data Politics Beyond Liberation and Protection? 
 
“Data” has become an important keyword in contemporary life. It features promi-
nently in many different visions of the future, as well as in relation to a wide range 
of practical tasks. Companies see data as a lucrative new asset class and as a resource 
for streamlining their operations and for providing new offerings. Politicians see 
data as an instrument of reform by enabling transparency, accountability, partici-
pation and innovation. Journalists see data as a means to source stories and enrich 
their reportage. Activists see data as both an issue in itself and as a resource for 
intervention concerning everything from corporate and governmental surveillance 
to climate change and migration. Data is envisaged to make money, strengthen 
democracies, aid investigations and enable justice. At the same time it has been 
subjected to numerous critiques. Data is also held to disrupt livelihoods, violate 
privacy, undermine democracies, deepen inequalities, distract from issues, and dis-
place other forms of reasoning, sense-making and experience. 
 
What are we to make of what appears concurrently as an almost magical object of 
attention and concern, as well an integral part of the mundane organisation of daily 
affairs? Data has become an object of study in numerous fields, and has even given 
rise to new fields and sub-fields such as “data studies” and “critical data studies” 
(see, e.g. Kitchin and Lauriault 2014; Iliadis and Russo 2016; Dalton, Taylor and 
Thatcher 2016). This article introduces the notion of “data worlds” and explores 
its relevance for studying, theorising and doing things with data. It draws on pre-
vious research on worlds, worlding and world-making in order to examine three 
aspects of data worlds as: (i) horizons of intelligibility, (ii) collective accomplish-
ments, and (iii) transnational coordination. These three aspects are illustrated with 
examples from ongoing research on the politics of public data. The article con-
cludes by reflecting on how the notion of data worlds might inform not only social 
and cultural research, but also inspire interventions and experimentation around 
the politics of data. 
 
While using the concept of data worlds in my own research, I’ve been reviewing 
how others use it. The term has been mentioned in relation to topics such as “big 
and small data worlds” (Blok and Pedersen 2014), “data art” (Singer 2016), “test 
bed urbanism” (Halpern, LeCavalier, Calvillo and Pietsch 2013) and “thing eth-
nography” (Giaccardi, Cila, Speed and Caldwell 2016). Many of these brief refer-
ences do not dwell on what is meant by the term. This article addresses the gap in 
this literature by unpacking the notion of data worlds and suggesting three closely 
related ways in which it can be understood. Before looking at these in more depth 
I will briefly say a bit more about why and how the concept of data worlds may be 
useful in relation to studying the politics of data, and why I focus on the particular 
set of ideas about worlds, worlding and world-making that informs the discussion 
below. 
 
The notion of data worlds is used in my work in order to look beyond data as a 
“representational resource”, to consider the various forms of epistemic, social and 
political work that it does and which is done to produce it. The representational 
conception is evident in both implicit metaphors and explicit models for talking 
about and doing things with data. While data does indeed designate aspects of 
situations, it could also do other things, such as shape the way we see and think 
about things, serve as a common point of connection across situations, and help to 
conventionalise ways of organising the world. 
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The notion of data worlds is thus partly a response to contemporary “socio-tech-
nical imaginaries” (Jasanoff and Kim 2015) about data. Just as industrial technolo-
gies of the past were accompanied by new social, cultural and political imaginaries, 
so we can trace the ascent of “data imaginaries” and “data speak”: visions and rhet-
oric concerning the role of data in society. As Gillespie notes in relation to plat-
forms, these imaginaries do “discursive work” (2010). For example, data is framed 
as “the new oil”, “the new gold” or “the new soil”, in order to emphasise its value 
as a social or economic resource. We also see the idea of “infrastructures” of data 
being used in order to emphasise different configurations of public-private and 
state-citizen collaboration, as well as to establish information infrastructures as a 
basic good in society alongside infrastructures for water, gas, electricity and so on. 
The platform, the portal, the app, the lab and the hackday give rise to new imagi-
naries and discursive regimes as well as material practices suggesting the role of 
data in public life. 
 
Many of these imaginaries focus on the value to be extracted from data, through 
various mechanisms and arrangements to make data public. The issue is often 
framed as one of access, formats and conventions for encouraging the re-use of 
public data in innovative applications and services. I have found the notion of data 
worlds to be useful in examining what open data initiatives do and do not do, and 
how they might be done differently (Gray 2018). For example, open data projects 
may focus on redistributing access to data about public finances without substantively 
engaging with the epistemic, social and political work of data infrastructures in 
selecting, translating, arranging and articulating certain aspects of fiscal policy 
(such as detailed spending estimates of local councils), but not others (such as the 
economic activities and tax payments of multinational corporations). 
 
The notion of data worlds is intended to gesture beyond two prominent forms of 
data politics which can be broadly characterised as “data liberation” and “data pro-
tection”. Both emphasise dynamics of power related to access. Data liberation is 
widely associated with hacker culture and other forms of information activism: 
setting information free from institutions and corporations as a means to address 
information asymmetries, and to provide a resource for activism and social change. 
This may be considered in terms of a “Promethean” mythology of broadening ac-
cess to a powerful resource or instrument (just as Prometheus stole fire from the 
gods to give to humankind) – an outlook which is shared across the spectrum from 
the “mega-leaks” of Wikileaks and the Panama Papers and the more curated, se-
lective leaks of Edward Snowden, through to “Freedom of Information” (FOI) and 
access to information movements in the 1990s, as well as official and grassroots 
open data initiatives which emphasise making data legally and technically amenable 
to re-use (Gray 2016). 
 
On the flipside, we have “data protection” as a narrative of information politics 
which emphasises the protection of personal information from state, corporate and 
other actors – as is exemplified in the work of civil society groups such as Privacy 
International and the Electronic Frontier Foundation. These narratives place an 
emphasis on the individual ownership and control of personal data, as well as on 
preventing, obstructing, managing, regulating and raising awareness of the collec-
tion of personally identifying information – from artistic projects to make visible 
the personal information different actors have collected, to law and policy (such as 
EU Data Protection rules or US Fair Information Principles). 
 
Whilst these two genres of information policy and information politics are indeed 
vital, data infrastructures do much more than making data public and making data 
private. Raymond Geuss has critiqued what he considers the disproportionate at-
tention accorded to the “public/private distinction” which both reflects and rein-
forces the absence of “any effective general framework for thinking about politics 
apart from liberalism” (Geuss 2003). Dominic Boyer has suggested the phrase “dig-
ital liberalism” as an invitation to attend to how “techno-institutional processes 
such as computerization and digital information and politico-institutional dis-
courses of late liberalism have coevolved, at times reinforcing and naturalizing each 
other, promoting novel bundles of epistemics and ethics” (Boyer 2013). 
 
The notion of data worlds is intended to make space for thinking about data as 
more than simply a representational resource, and the politics of data as more than 
a matter of liberation and protection. It is intended to encourage exploration of 
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the performative capacities of data infrastructures: what they do and could do dif-
ferently, and how they are done and could be done differently. This includes con-
sideration of, as Geoffrey Bowker puts it, “the ways in which our social, cultural 
and political values are braided into the wires, coded into the applications and built 
into the databases which are so much a part of our daily lives” (2014). In doing so 
we may draw on performative analyses of numbers (Espeland and Stevens 2008; 
Verran 2015), models (Mackenzie 2008) and methods (Law, Ruppert and Savage 
2011) to consider how data infrastructures may be involved in not just the repre-
sentation but also the articulation of collective life, while at the same time being 
the products of social and institutional work themselves. 
 
Many accounts of performativity allude to the work of J. L. Austin, who suggests 
“the issuing of an utterance is the performing of an action” (1975: 6). Austin is 
associated with a “linguistic turn” in Anglophone analytic philosophy said to begin 
with Wittgenstein, whose later work reflects on what language does beyond refer-
ring to things. In the following discussion of the performative and world-making 
capacities of data infrastructures, I draw on an earlier linguistic turn that occurred 
in German philosophy in the eighteenth century and which has recently begun to 
receive more attention in English-language scholarship (Lifschitz 2012; Bowie 
2013; Taylor 2016). Thinkers associated with this earlier turn also sought to look 
beyond representational accounts of language towards its other capacities as a sit-
uated set of social practices. Ian Hacking argues this tradition can be viewed as an 
alternative to Wittgenstein’s “depoliticized” philosophy of language (2002). I do 
not argue for the special relevance of this period and these ideas. Rather I suggest 
that it contains conceptual and theoretical resources which may be useful when 
considering different aspects of worlds, worlding and world-making in relation to 
data. 
 
The three aspects of data worlds which I examine below are not intended to be 
comprehensive, but illustrative of what is involved in data infrastructures, what 
they do, and how they are put to work. As I shall return to in the conclusion, this 
outline is intended to open up space for not only thinking about data differently, but 
also doing things with data differently. The test of these three aspects is therefore 
not only their analytical purchase, but also their practical utility. 
 
 
1. Data Worlds as Horizons of Intelligibility 
 
The first aspect of data worlds draws on philosophical ideas about worlds, worlding 
and world-making to look at how things are sayable, knowable, intelligible and ex-
periencable through data. In European philosophy this begins with Kant’s “Coper-
nican revolution” which recognises the active and creative role that human beings 
played in composing the worlds that they experience – including through schemes, 
categories and structures such as space, time, causality and quantity which give 
form to experience. This is an explicit departure from views which saw experience 
as “given” and immediate, and also heralds a broader philosophical shift towards 
looking at how experience is articulated and mediated through language, culture 
and social arrangements. 
 
Subsequent thinkers in this tradition –Hamann and Herder in the eighteenth cen-
tury to thinkers as diverse as Heidegger, Gadamer, Benjamin and Wittgenstein in 
the twentieth century – stripped Kant’s project of its aspiration to clarify universal 
structures, and highlighted the role of socially and historically situated linguistic 
and cultural infrastructures, or what the contemporary philosopher Charles Taylor 
calls “meaningful media” (Taylor 1985), in shaping our apprehension of the worlds 
we inhabit. 
 
Many of these earlier thinkers mainly focused on the role of language as a horizon 
of intelligibility, providing the “conditions of possibility” for our experience. As 
Taylor notes, this also corresponded with an explicit move away from a dominant 
focus on the designative, representational and “information encoding” capacities of 
language and other meaningful media – and a focus on their role in composing and 
co-producing our worlds of experience (2016). As Hacking puts it, in this tradition 
we find the notion that: “language is creative; to it we owe the existences and 
structures that populate our world-versions” (2002, 139). And yet, while there is a 
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focus on language as an important and paradigmatic case of how our experience is 
formed, language is very often construed in a broad sense – including not only 
written and verbal language, but also music, painting, sculpture, and other social 
and cultural conventions for making meaning. 
 
Benjamin draws on Hamann’s “metacritical” challenge towards narrower concep-
tions of experience as “naked, primitive, self-evident” (Benjamin 1996), exploring 
in his work the world-making capacities of architecture, urban planning, fashion, 
advertising and technologies, perhaps most famously in his Arcades Project (Benja-
min 1999). Later in the twentieth century, these kinds of appropriations of Kantian 
ideas about schematism and world-making (minus the transcendental idealist bag-
gage), have broadened out from what Apel calls the “linguistic a priori” of thinkers 
like Hamann, Herder and Heidegger (Apel 1973, 39), to the “historical a priori” of 
Michel Foucault (Foucault 1972) and what has been called the “technological a 
priori” of German media theorists shifting the focus to Kulturtechniken or “cultural 
techniques” (Tuschling 2016; Winthrop-Young, Iurascu and Parikka 2013). 
 
What might this sense of world-making bring to an understanding of the politics 
of data? Taking a cue from this theoretical constellation, we might envisage data 
worlding in terms of a contingent, historically and socially situated, technologically 
mediated “data a priori” which not only designates but also provides the conditions 
of possibility for seeing and engaging with different aspects of collective life – mak-
ing possible particular styles of reasoning and particular forms of knowledge and 
experience. 
 
Data practices might be understood not just in terms of more sophisticated ways 
of picking things out, but as contributing to new ways of making things up, as Hacking 
puts it (1985). Here critical data scholars can benefit from decades of research on 
social practices of quantification (Porter 1996; Espeland and Stevens 2008; Rot-
tenburg, Merry, Park and Mugler 2015; Bruno, Jany-Catrice and Touchelay 2016); 
statistics (Porter 1986; Desrosières 2002); standards (Lampland and Star 2008); 
probability (Hacking 1990); visual reasoning (Halpern 2015); and other studies of 
cultures and practices of knowledge which focus not just on what is said, but on 
the background against which things become sayable. In looking at how data 
worlds provide horizons of intelligibility we can both draw on genealogies of the 
modes of experience and styles of reasoning which are rendered possible through 
data over previous decades and centuries, as well as looking at what is distinctive 
about new and emerging digital technologies. As Nelson Goodman puts it in his 
classic Ways of Worldmaking: “worldmaking as we know it always starts from worlds 
already on hand; the making is a remaking” (Goodman 1978, 6). 
 
 
Figure 1: Screenshot of transportation maps from Mapnificent project (mapnificent.net), 
showing which places are accessible in a given amount of time from a given point. 
 
Thus in relation to digital data worlds we may examine how composites of con-
ventions, norms, technologies, practices, methods, pieces of software, graphical 
user interfaces, data standards, data formats and aesthetic approaches are implicated 
in making things up and making things intelligible with data. This might include 
looking at how horizons of intelligibility change from pre-digital to digital data 
worlds. For example, we might look at differences in how the world is conceptually 
organised or “carved up” into categories. In contrast to the classificatory practices 
of statisticians taking measure of economies or populations, “born digital” and big 
data, generated as a result of interactions with online platforms, can give rise to 
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novel practices of semi-automated classification, as well as emerging forms of ine-
quality and discrimination. 
 
 
Figure 2: Screenshot of interactive “animated bubble charts” of Gapminder project (gap-
minder.org), exploring relations between average life expectancy and income per capita 
over time for countries around the world. 
 
There are many historical studies looking at how social categories are articulated 
through statistical practices (Desrosières 2002). In digital data worlds computa-
tional techniques such as machine learning may be used to facilitate “class discov-
ery”. Clusters and orderings of hashtags, links, likes, images and other media can 
be viewed as co-produced by the logic of platforms, algorithms, and the “device 
cultures” of users. For example, Sam Lavigne’s “Taxonomy of Humans According 
to Twitter” at The New Inquiry explores and visually represents the “bizarre rubrics 
Twitter uses to render its users legible” (Lavigne 2017). This project aims to make 
visible the way in which people are classified according to a combination of user 
activity and information from data-brokerage companies, leading to categories such 
as “people who live with three other people”, “buyers of frozen ethnic foods”, and 
“households whose behavior indicates they are spa mavens”. These algorithmically-
mediated data practices around online platforms can be understood, as Annemarie 
Mol puts it, as “new ways of doing reality” (Mol 1999). 
We might also look at the forms of experience, styles of reasoning, and genres of 
sociality that arise with novel kinds of cultural objects associated with digital data 
worlds. This includes the world-making capacities of things such as apps, plat-
forms, software packages, code libraries, and data analysis and visualisation tools 
through which people make sense with data, and integrate data into different kinds 
of social processes, practices and institutions. We might consider how space, time, 
relations and categories are articulated and organised through lists, tables, charts, 
timelines, maps and coordinate systems – and inscribed into dashboards, interactive 
data visualisations, word clouds, network graphs, mapping technologies, and com-
putational techniques for filtering, reconciling and analysing data. 
 
Just as Scott talks of “seeing like a state” by reducing “an infinite array of detail to 
a set of categories that will facilitate summary descriptions, comparisons, and ag-
gregation” (1999, 77), and Law talks of “seeing like a survey” by using statistical 
methods to enact “a very particular version of the collective” (2009), so we may 
consider how the performative and world-making capacities of data projects are 
conventionalised into familiar forms such as seeing like an app, a network graph, a 
data portal, an API, an interactive map, a Google Spreadsheet and so on. 
 
 
Figure 3: Detail of dashboard previews from London Datastore (data.london.gov.uk) 
showing trends in relation to performance indicators for the city. 
 
“Time travel” maps articulate novel and interactive relationships between space and 
time by estimating the zones that can be reached from a given point in a given time 
interval (Figure 1). Global indicators are no longer simply represented through 
tables, charts or line graphs, but through interactive animated graphics dramatizing 
the passage of centuries through the movements of multicoloured bubbles articu-
lating different dimensions of collective life (Figure 2). Interactive dashboards are 
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envisaged as the preferred mode to increase transparency and public accountability 
in the city by tracking trends in relation to key performance indicators (Figure 3). 
While these kinds of projects draw on ideals and practices that have much longer 
histories – such as the aspiration for what Theodore Porter characterises as “thin 
descriptions” and an aesthetic of distance – digital technologies are also facilitating 
reconfigurations and redistributions of these data world-making capacities, leading 
to emerging genres of making sense with data. As we shall see in the following 
section, these meaning-making practices should be understood as social conven-
tions. 
 
 
2. Data Worlds as Collective Accomplishments 
 
The second aspect of data worlds draws on a sociological tradition of studying “so-
cial worlds”. Adele Clarke and Susan Leigh Star trace this from the Chicago School 
of Sociology to Science and Technology Studies (Clarke and Star 2008). This ap-
proach encompasses and informs a range of research on social worlds – including 
for example Anselm Strauss, who suggests in the 1970s that we should look at the 
“social worlds” of genetics, high energy physics, computerisation and banking 
(Strauss 1978), to Howard Becker’s renowned work on “art worlds” (Becker 1984), 
as well as the “worlds of classification” and “information worlds” explored in the 
work of Bowker, Star and other scholars of information infrastructures (Bowker 
and Star 2000; Star, Bowker and Neumann 1997). 
 
This view of social world-making is also commensurate with both critics and radical 
interpreters of Kant who suggest that language and meaning-making practices 
should be regarded in fundamentally social and historical terms – a move which 
led Ian Hacking to mark this as a key moment when language “goes public” (2002). 
This tendency to look at language and meaning-making practices in terms of con-
tingent and evolving social institutions is also present in Wittgenstein’s work, 
which is a formative influence on subsequent social research agendas from ethno-
methodology, to the “Strong Programme”, to Science and Technology Studies (see, 
e.g. Bloor 1983, 2002; Hacking 1984; Lynch 1992).  
Taking a cue from this tradition, we might look at how the information products, 
styles of reasoning, and meaning-making capacities associated with data infrastruc-
tures can be considered as “relational achievements” or “distributed accomplish-
ments” – and how the collectives associated with data infrastructures are changing 
in composition. Data worlds as horizons of intelligibility must thus be understood 
as social and collective. Changes in these collectives can carry significant political 
and political-economic consequences. For example, in the case of the redistribution 
of “data work” from official institutions to actors outside the public sector – as in 
the case of open data initiatives (Gray 2018), to civil society and citizen generated 
data (Gray, Lämmerhirt and Bounegru, 2016), through a shift of emphasis from 
statistical data to “big data” generated by major technology companies (Flyverbom, 
Madsen and Rasche 2017). 
 
In Howard Becker’s terms, we can examine the “conventions” and practices which 
hold these social “data worlds” together – which he characterises as “ways of seeing 
and hearing that were known by everyone involved and thus formed the basis for 
their collective action” (Becker 1984, xv). In the case of open data, this might 
include, for example, such things as open licensing practices, legal arrangements, 
and technical practices which aim to “unlock the potential” of data as a resource, 
and “reduce the barriers” to its re-use by non-state actors – whether in new tech-
nology products such as Google Maps, the stories of data journalists, or the cam-
paigns of NGOs or civil society groups. This concern with legal and technical con-
ventions suggests that the open data community might be understood as what 
Chris Kelty calls a “recursive public”, or “a public that is vitally concerned with the 
material and practical maintenance and modification of the technical, legal, prac-
tical, and conceptual means of its own existence as a public” (Kelty 2005, 3). There 
are also emerging conventions for making sense with data such as those discussed 
in the previous section. 
 
Looking at data worlds as collective accomplishments includes recognising the role 
of actors whose contributions may otherwise be under-recognised. In his work on 
the sociology of “art worlds” Becker suggests a shift of emphasis from the formal 
quality of art works to “complex networks through which art happens” (1984, 1). 
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In his work he describes a broad range of materials, formats, spaces, instruments, 
distribution networks and art workers which are involved in the production and 
distribution of art works, and the assembly of their publics. Hence we might survey 
not just the formal properties of data projects or practices of prominent data work-
ers (such as data scientists or data journalists), but a much broader cast of characters 
who are involved in the production, circulation and reception of data work. 
 
Similar moves will be familiar from approaches inspired by Science and Technology 
Studies which view data infrastructures as relations of people, machines, software, 
standards, processes, practices, and cultures of knowledge production (e.g. Bowker 
and Star 1998, 2000; Star 1999; Star and Bowker 2002; Star and Ruhleder 1996; 
Jackson, Edwards, Bowker and Knobel 2007). Susan Leigh Star and Geoffrey 
Bowker suggest the notion of “infrastructural inversion” to bring neglected actors 
and processes into the foreground, including the role of non-human actors. In 
other recent work this has been framed in terms of “data assemblages” (see, e.g., 
Kitchin and Lauriault 2014). 
 
One notable feature of many aspects of contemporary data politics is the emphasis 
on redistributing different forms of data work through digital technologies and net-
works. This redistribution comes in many different flavours. The tendency to re-
distribute “data work” from the public sector to the private sector is reflected in 
what Joseph Stiglitz calls the “default position” in information policy in the US, 
which is that states should not attempt what can be more effectively delivered by 
markets. This sentiment is also echoed in an influential paper called “Government 
Data and the Invisible Hand”, suggesting that states cannot “keep pace” with the 
internet. This paper is picked up by Tim O’Reilly with his idea of “government as 
a platform” (which he opposed to “vending machine government”), an idea which 
was institutionalised as part of government policy in the UK (Gray 2014). Since 
the turn of the millennium, public information policy has seen an influx of differ-
ent ideas concerning how and why to redistribute public data work – from enabling 
new kinds of innovation and businesses, reducing public sector costs, to 
crowdsourcing, distributed collaboration or peer production around data (modelled 
on open source software development), to grassroots, bottom up and participatory 
data cultures. 
 
The redistribution of data worlds can be facilitated through a variety of devices and 
conventions, such as open licenses (like Creative Commons licenses); data formats 
such as Google Transit Feed Specification (later renamed General Transit Feed 
Specification); online platforms such as GitHub; data portals (such as data.gov); as 
well as hackathons, fellowships, and other public engagement activities. We may 
consider these not only as “transparency devices” (Barry 2010), but also as “infra-
structuring devices” (Star and Bowker 2002; Pipek and Wulf 2009; Björgvinsson, 
Ehn and Hillgren 2010; Karasti 2014; Le Dantec and DiSalvo 2013), assembling 
different publics around data, whether it is to clean it up, crowdsource quality 
control of bus stop locations, monitor potholes, or make new apps and services. 
How these different forms of publicity, participation and contribution are materi-
ally organised is an important question which can be read in relation to recent 
research on the politics of openness and participation (Tkacz 2014) and of plat-
forms, platformisation and platform capitalism (Helmond 2015; Srnicek 2016). 
 
 
3. Data Worlds as Transnational Coordination 
 
A third aspect of data worlds is world-making as transnational coordination, which 
includes projects of shaping, governing and articulating transnational relations, 
from empires and international institution building, to the networks, circuits and 
tendencies which are often studied by sociologists of globalisation (Sassen 2006). 
 
Through this lens we can look at the world-making ambitions of legal and tech-
nical norms, standardisation, harmonisation and interoperability processes under-
taken by a wide variety of different actors in the service of different projects for 
making things global. For example, UN bodies and EU statistical agencies have 
undertaken extensive programmes of work to align national forms of quantification 
– to support transnational policy coordination and comparison. Intergovernmental 
actors and international organisations such as the IMF, the World Bank and the 
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UN, have long supported the creation and alignment of systems and standards for 
the management of public finances in order to support objectives such as “fiscal 
discipline”, the allocation and coordination of development funds, and the compa-
rability of public spending across borders. 
 
It is not only public institutions which share these kinds of world-shaping ambi-
tions by means of data. They are accompanied by a host of researchers, companies, 
statisticians, consultants, analysts, accountants, scientists, activists, technologists, 
managers, journalists, ecologists, librarians, and others who seek to establish trans-
national information systems, practices, norms and standards. This may range from 
professional standards bodies (such as the International Accounting Standards 
Board), to multinational consultancies (such as Deloitte and other “big four” ac-
counting firms), to private technology companies or startups (big tech companies 
such as Google to smaller projects like OpenCorporates), to non-profit and civil 
society initiatives (such as the Open Contracting Partnership’s work on procure-
ment data or Data2X’s work on gender data). 
 
Such initiatives often aim to shape the world through the coordination of data. 
Data worlds can make things amenable to measurement, monitoring, evaluation, 
analysis, and visualisation across space and time in support of diverse political, geo-
political, eco-political or political economic programmes – from neoliberal fiscal 
policy to market creation, gender equality to tax justice, increasing biodiversity to 
strengthening democracy. Civil society interventions to create and shape global 
data can be read in terms of other recent work around the history and sociology of 
quantification, as well as in terms of what some researchers have called “statactiv-
ism”, and, more recently, “data activism” (Bruno, Didier and Vitale, 2014; Milan 
and van der Velden 2016). Longstanding information infrastructure projects, such 
as Amnesty International’s “Urgent Actions” database, can be viewed as a kind of 
transnational “issue work”, in order to render what might otherwise be discon-
nected incidents amenable to classification, measurement, comparison and virtual 
witnessing across borders. 
 
Figure 4. “Urgent Actions Visualised” from Amnesty International’s Decoders project. 
http://decoders.amnesty.org/projects/decode-urgent-actions/results  
 
There are of course many ways in which a given issue or matter of concern may be 
articulated, defined, parameterised, quantified, and given life through data. The 
transnational coordination aspect of data world-making is multivalent and may be 
considered in relation to a wide variety of utopian and dystopian, progressive and 
regressive political and ecological projects, as well as in terms of different histories 
and conceptions of land, territory, empire and earth. Here we may benefit from 
previous research on the colonial aspects of worlding in literary and cultural studies 
(e.g. Spivak 1985; Karagiannis and Wagner 2007; Clark, Finlay, and Kelly 2017); 
post-colonial computing (e.g. Irani, Vertesi, Dourish, Philip and Grinter, 2010); 
“planetary-scale computation” and emerging “technogeographies” (Bratton 2016; 
Gabrys 2016); as well as the surge of interest around “global intellectual history” 
and the making of worlds (e.g. Bell 2013). 
 
We may consider data worlds to facilitate the demarcation and shaping of spaces, 
territories, environments, categories, identities and boundaries, separating interior 
from exterior, and sorting things, people and places out. They may also direct at-
tention to different kinds of transnational issues, dynamics, concerns or collectives. 
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For example, we may look at the role of data worlds in relation to notions of the 
Anthropocene and the Capitalocene, in order to look at the role of human activity 
on a geological scale, as well as in the service of anthropologies of modernity, and 
projects to, as Bruno Latour puts it, “recompose a common world” (Kunkel 2017; 
Haraway 2016; Latour 2013). As well as deploying data worlds in order to better 
understand how human activity shapes the earth, information infrastructures may 
also be used to attempt to take various ecological signals into account in collectively 
redirecting its trajectory. As Goodman puts it: “if there is one world, it embraces 
a multiplicity of contrasting aspects; if there are many worlds, the collection of 
them all is one” (1978, 2). Data infrastructures can be used to establish the material 
character and limits of our one earth which contains such a plurality of social worlds 
and world-versions. 
 
Data worlds can thus be understood as a means to institutionalise different forms 
of transnational coordination by providing the background against which things 
become seeable, sayable and doable with data across borders. Following recent re-
search on neoliberal programmes (Roberts 2011; Davies 2014), data worlds may be 
considered as part of projects for reconfiguring relations between states, markets, 
citizens and civil society by foregrounding rankings, ratings and regimes of valua-
tion in order to reinforce ideas of performance, competition and innovation, at the 
same time as moving tenets of economic and fiscal policy outside the realm of 
public and political deliberation. We can also read the redistributions of various 
forms of data work in terms of these contemporary imaginaries of democracy, mar-
kets and information – including those of competition, accountability, transpar-
ency, innovation, self-optimising systems and specific configurations of centralised 
management and decision-making coupled with decentralised delivery and contri-
bution. 
 
While there are indeed data worlds which may be configured to accelerate market-
isation, bureaucratisation and what Habermas characterises as the “colonisation of 
the lifeworld”; other projects seek to address inequality and injustice, or to hold 
powerful elites accountable (as emphasised by the “statactivism” tradition), and all 
else in between. Data worlds can be malleable and may have unexpected 
consequences – such as in the cases of reports for investors being used by journalists 
and activists, or data from international development organisations being used by 
credit agencies. 
 
 
Conclusion: Other Data Worlds Are Possible? 
 
The aspects of data worlds described above are intended to gesture beyond two 
prominent narratives of data politics: of Promethean conceptions of liberating data 
as a resource on the one hand, and Orwellian visions of data surveillance, privacy 
and data protection on the other. These are vital parts of contemporary information 
politics, but there are other important aspects of what data is and what data does 
that should not be overlooked. 
 
This article explores how theoretical traditions and literatures about worlds, 
worlding and world-making may be brought to bear to suggest different ways of 
thinking about data politics, highlighting three closely related aspects of data 
worlds. These three aspects are intended to be illustrative not exhaustive, and are 
intended as overlapping rather than distinct lenses through which to consider data 
infrastructures. They give rise to three different but closely related sets of questions 
for researching, theorising and reflecting on different aspects of data worlds. 
 
1. Data worlds as horizons of intelligibility: What are the epistemic world-
making capacities of data infrastructures? How might data infrastructures 
be involved in “making things up”? Can they provide conditions of possi-
bility for different ways of seeing, saying and knowing collective life, and 
if so, how? 
2. Data worlds as collective accomplishments: Who and what is involved 
with making, and making sense with, data? How are data worlds being 
redistributed through digital technologies? Who is (and who isn’t) able to 
shape data worlds? What kinds of practices of participation and public in-
volvement are emerging around data worlds? 
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3. Data worlds as transnational coordination: How might data infrastruc-
tures be implicated in different attempts to “make things global”? What 
kinds of transnational alliances and circuits are being formed and to what 
end? Who advocates which kinds of data worlds, and according to which 
kinds of visions and fields of transnational coordination (from international 
relations to earth science)? 
 
It is worth noting that it remains an empirical question as to how and to what extent 
data infrastructures are involved in world-making in these three senses. Data in-
frastructures can be deployed with certain epistemic, social and political aspirations 
and imaginaries in mind which they do not live up to. Data projects can fail to 
become data worlds in these three senses. 
 
The notion of data worlds is not just intended to advance research on data politics. 
Following recent debates about the performativity of critique (e.g. Latour 2004), 
and calls to integrate critical, theoretical and humanistic reflection into technical 
practice (e.g. Agre 1997; Rieder and Röhle 2012; Berry 2014), I am particularly 
interested in how the notion of data worlds might suggest different kinds of data 
politics. Of course, theory and critique can contribute to doing things differently, 
as critical data studies researchers have pointed out. Dalton, Taylor and Thatcher, 
for example, propose to “develop alternative knowledges that reflect and build on 
our criticisms” (2016). 
 
To this end, I’d like to propose the notion of “critical data practice” as a site for 
pedagogical experimentation, research and intervention around the politics of data. 
This follows Agre’s notion of “critical technical practice” which he uses to charac-
terise his attempts to integrate historical and theoretical reflection around artificial 
intelligence into his work as an AI researcher (Agre 1997). The crucial question 
here is what difference critical studies can make in doing things with data. As well 
as contributing to critical genealogies and sociologies of the politics of “data 
worlds” and “data world-making” projects, researchers and universities might con-
tribute to “making space” for such experimentation and intervention around public 
data infrastructures and the role they play in collective life.  
The three aspects of data worlds I have examined are intended to assist with the 
task of rethinking the politics of public data, by considering how and for whom it is 
made public. Thus we may examine the organisation of what Evelyn Ruppert calls 
“data publics” (Ruppert 2015) beyond a focus on accessing, liberating and using 
data, and taking a broader look at how different actors engage with, mobilise 
around, shape and are shaped by, public data infrastructures. This includes distrib-
uted collaboration around different kinds of “data work” – from projects inspired 
by free software, free culture and open access movements such as Open Street Map 
or Wikidata, to data journalism and data activism projects for counting police kill-
ings or migrant deaths, to other kinds of civil society interventions for changing 
the socio-technical arrangements by which public institutions account for issues 
by means of data. As well as attending to these arrangements, researchers may also 
consider “experiments in participation” (Lezaun, Marres and Tironi 2016; Marres 
2012) around data worlds, which are also cognisant of patterning and politics of 
these participatory processes. Such experimentation would not just aim to interpret 
data worlds, but also to question them, to re-imagine them, and to change them. 
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